Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River by Ferrell, Casey
  
HEALING WATERS:  
THE RECOVERY OF THE HAW RIVER 
 
 
 
 
 
Casey L. Ferrell 
 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted to the faculty of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 
partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts in the School of 
Journalism and Mass Communication. 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapel Hill 
2012 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      Approved by: 
Frank Fee 
Philip Meyer 
Robert Cox 
  
ii 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
CASEY L. FERRELL: Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
(Under the direction of Frank Fee) 
 
 The purpose of this thesis is to present an in-depth look at the 
environmental recovery of the Haw River. From decades of poor environmental 
practices, including chemical dumping and mismanaged suburban growth, the Haw River 
was laid waste in the 1970s. But thirty years later, the river has experienced a remarkable 
turnaround. Pollution levels are at their lowest in decades, having been reduced by more 
than half from the amounts found in the early 1980s. This thesis examines the causes of 
that reversal, the subsequent efforts to maintain and preserve the environmental health of 
the Haw River basin, and the social and economic impact the river’s recovery is having 
on municipalities within its watershed. 
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 “When you put your hand in a flowing stream, you touch the last that has gone before 
and the first of what is still to come.” 
— Leonardo da Vinci 
Healing Waters: The recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter I: Introduction  
 The Haw River appears to be an unfolding environmental success story, but the 
health of the river could still take a turn for the worse. In 1979, after years of massive 
chemical dumping by the once-thriving textile mills that now stand empty and unused 
along the river’s banks, the Haw was declared “dead” by environmental groups. Bacteria 
levels in the water had grown so high that virtually all fish populations were destroyed. In 
response, local and state initiatives dramatically reduced the amount of wastewater 
pollution entering the Haw, but in 1982, the problem worsened. An Environmental 
Protection Agency study found a new threat, sediment runoff, would soon choke the 
river. Although sedimentation and point source pollution remain problems, efforts to curb 
the amounts both of runoff and wastewater entering the Haw River appear to be working. 
The North American Free Trade Agreement in 1994, and the subsequent closings of the 
textile mills along the Haw River, is a key event in this story. Without it, the health of the 
Haw River would not have been afforded the opportunity to rebound. Preliminary 
research indicates sediment and pollutant levels are on the decline, but improvements 
have been slow. There are still problems with water quality and pollution in the Haw
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 River, and as history tells us, just because the situation has improved doesn’t mean it 
can’t get worse again.  
 The health of the Haw River directly affects the lives of thousands of North 
Carolinians, but it also indirectly affects many thousands more. The river is one of two 
major tributaries in the upper part of the Cape Fear River Basin, and the quality of the 
water in the Haw has far-reaching effects, extending all the way downstream to coastal 
estuaries.  
Therefore the Haw River as an environmental story is one worth knowing. People care 
about the quality and state of their freshwater resources, and the rejuvenation of a once-
poisoned river should also be of interest to audiences. Environmental success stories are 
rare, and the ones that are written serve to instruct audiences about a potentially effective 
model for solving a societal problem.  
The role of the media is defined as many things, among them to inform the public 
so that citizens can make informed decisions, to give voice to the voiceless and to serve 
as a watchdog for the public interest. The Haw River story fulfills these roles of the press. 
First, by telling of the current state of one of the Piedmont’s most important 
freshwater resources, the story informs the public about a critical public health issue. 
Second, the environment by definition lacks its own voice—indeed, some environmental 
journalists have cited this as a fundamental reason for the existence of their profession. 
Third, it is in the public interest to have healthy waterways and sound environmental 
regulations. If the effort to help the Haw recover is, in fact, beginning to work, it’s in the 
interest of general audiences everywhere to know how and why it’s working and to what 
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effect. The purpose of this thesis project is to fulfill these roles of journalism through an 
in-depth report of the environmental health of the Haw River.  
 
Literature Review 
 The literature associated with this thesis project falls into three subsets: 
professional and trade literature; work similar in theme or format to this project; and 
scholarly literature. Perhaps because environmental journalism is a relatively new niche 
within the industry, a pronounced dearth of scholarly literature exists that directly 
addresses the field. There is, however, an abundance of trade and professional literature. 
This type of material covers everything from current issues and trends within the 
profession of environmental journalism to how-to guides for new environmental 
journalists. Finally, there is a body of work that mirrors this proposal in terms of format, 
subject and breadth. This project represents an opportunity to examine how others have 
attempted to construct a story similar to the one here both in terms of what worked well 
and what did not. Identifying the overlooked or underreported aspects of past series will 
enable this work to be more effective and advance the development of models of 
environmental journalism. 
 There is evidence that environmental journalism, much like other types of 
journalism, has an agenda-setting effect on consumers (Ader, 1995). Ader found that 
while stories about environmental issues do not have significant effects on audiences’ 
perceptions of environmental problems, they do affect how much attention the issue is 
given. In other words, environmental journalism is not particularly effective at telling 
audiences what to think, but is quite effective at telling audiences what to think about. 
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This is encouraging in the face of evidence that environmental journalism is facing a 
shrinking news hole (Friedman, 2004). If it is, as Friedman asserts, becoming harder and 
harder to tell complex news stories about the environment because consumer appetite and 
attention span for such news is dwindling, then the Ader study should remind journalists 
that important environmental stories do in fact have some impact on audiences, perhaps 
enabling them to make better, more informed decisions about their natural world.  
 A study by Detjen (2000) surveyed working environmental journalists and 
documented their responses to questions about their jobs. Detjen found that 
environmental journalists find it increasingly difficult to do their jobs. Among their 
complaints—a shrinking news hole, the need for more scientific and computer-assisted 
reporting training and a decreasing desire for environmental news on behalf of the public. 
Additionally, Detjen found that environmental journalists face a credibility crisis in 
which they are perceived as biased advocates for pro-environmental causes.  
This is not a new debate. Stocking & Leonard (1990) predicted this very 
credibility problem would arise. They said that from the environmental movement in the 
’70s and ’80s sprang the cadre of new environmental journalists fresh on the beat. It 
could only be the case, they argued, that those journalists were either part of or inspired 
by the original environmental movement and would inevitably end up advocating for the 
movement. Environmental journalists must take extra care to research stories with an 
unbiased perspective and present them with balance in light of their perceived 
orientations. 
 Another dilemma that comes up in environmental journalism stems from the field 
of risk communication. Often, news media are accused of getting it wrong when it comes 
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to telling audiences the extent and seriousness of risks (Beck, 1992; Willis, 1997). 
Pompper (2004) found this to be also true of environmental journalism. Pompper noted 
that media coverage of environmental risk often relies on technical experts for sourcing at 
the expense of sources with plainspoken “common sense” perspectives. This can 
sometimes leave audiences with an exaggerated sense of risk due to their inability to fully 
understand the scientific jargon being thrown at them (Plough and Krimsky, 1987). The 
lesson to be learned is this: environmental journalists can more effectively and 
responsibly communicate risk by (1) balancing technical assessments of risk with the 
experiences of everyday people and (2) taking care to report only on demonstrable risks 
and place them in contexts audiences can understand. For example, if one is to say the 
Haw River contains “X” amount of suspended particulate matter, a good reporter would 
need to explain both what suspended particulate matter means in plain language and 
compare the amount in the Haw with what scientists say is safe or proper, enabling 
general audiences to judge for themselves if the Haw’s pollution poses a risk.  
 Beyond understanding the risks posed by river pollution, there is also a need to 
understand just what happens to the land under and next to a river when pollution is 
introduced. For explanations, one must draw from diverse fields such as ecology, 
hydrology and soil science. For example, riparian ecologists Long & Schorr (2005) 
reported on how sedimentation harms the size and health of fish populations in the rivers 
of the southeastern United States. Another study by soil scientists Cavalcanti & Lockaby 
(2005) demonstrates that increased sedimentation in eastern United States streams and 
rivers decreases the ability of root systems to filter river water. These are but a sampling 
of the kinds of problems associated with the sedimentation of rivers and streams, as 
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detailed by the National Research Council (2002). Riparian areas are sensitive and 
somewhat fragile ecosystems that typically respond poorly even to minimal amounts of 
point source and non-point source pollution.  
 An interesting qualitative study related to riparian pollution by Dutcher, et al. 
(2004) drew from interviews with owners of stream lands. The landowners demonstrated 
a concern for their downstream neighbors but also expressed resentment to changing the 
landscaping of their properties to improve the health of their streams. This paradox seems 
to be at the heart of most river pollution problems. It’s not that people don’t care about 
their waterways, but that they have a hard time assuming responsibility for their part of 
the problem. Put another way, environmentalism is great as long as it doesn’t interfere 
with one’s way of life. 
 Landowners’ perceptions are just one aspect of environmental economics. Others 
include public and private water rights, clean-up costs, regulation, environmental taxes 
and park maintenance. To sort through such an array of variables, Boman, et al. (1999) 
provides a useful topical survey of environmental economics. The survey includes 
analyses of cost-benefit structures, cost efficiency and contingent valuation—all complex 
subjects unto themselves. Contingent valuation appears particularly applicable for this 
project. The term describes a positive correlation between the improved environmental 
health of a parcel of land and higher land values, and this may apply directly to the Haw 
River’s fledgling ecotourism operations. It is clear from this survey that the economics of 
any environmental problem plays an enormous role in the methods of recourse that 
bodies from citizen groups to town councils choose.  
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 This dynamic is detailed by Colby & Orr (2005). Their analysis of the economic 
tradeoffs associated with preserving riparian habitats describes a fragile balance of costs 
and benefits to individual property owners and local and state governments that attempt 
to preserve riparian environments. According to this analysis, the costs of preserving such 
habitats often fall upon the government in the short run but on private landowners in the 
long run. Indeed, this appears to be true of the Haw River. While local governments have 
absorbed much of the cost of the immediate clean-up measures aimed at reducing Haw 
River pollution, long-term changes to zoning and commercial use laws are aimed at 
permanently altering the way riparian land is used by businesses and private citizens. 
 Beyond the scholarly literature lies a great deal of trade and professional material 
to help environmental journalists. Leutchtefeld (2005), West (2003), Keating (1993) and 
Frome (1998) have all produced books instructing journalists in the art of covering the 
environmental beat. Two common themes among them are getting the science right and 
juggling the many fields that make up environmental stories. Frome (1998) adamantly 
states the need for environmental journalists to prepare for stories that stretch their 
understanding of science. He advises reporters not to rely on the scientific understanding 
of others, but to actively educate themselves to improve their credibility and confidence. 
Leutchtefeld (2005) in particular addresses the need for environmental journalists to be 
competent in a number of areas, including statistics, data analysis, biology, public health 
and, of course, the intersection of politics and business. In fact, it would seem that 
covering the environmental beat requires an enormous range of expertise by journalists, 
and that political context is playing an ever-increasing role in environmental stories 
(Robertson, 1997). 
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 While these books provide general information about the environmental beat, 
other material directly addresses one of the beat’s biggest challenges—creating stories 
from data. A large part of most environmental stories is based on information derived 
from databases, posing the problem of transforming the numbers accurately and 
meaningfully into words. Henry (2002) approaches the problem from the point of view of 
the audiences, detailing what usages of data most often perplex audiences, including 
percentage changes and margins of error. Clemings (1995), on the other hand, offers 
advice on technical tools such as statistical analysis software and spreadsheets. Although 
certainly not the only literature of its kind, both use environmental stories to illustrate 
their respective approaches. Also, Harman (2005) wrote about his experiences covering 
water issues, and his insights, especially on drinking water quality, are invaluable. For 
example, he described the levels of lead and mercury in drinking water in the ’20s and 
’30s as being astronomical compared to modern standards, and that contemporary 
arguments about federal drinking water standards are actually quite silly by comparison.  
 Finally, there is material that resembles this project either in format or subject 
material. Tripp (2005), for example, wrote a book about the Hudson River that would 
pass as environmental journalism (with a dash of literary journalism for good measure). 
In his book, Tripp takes aim at a vast set of ecological problems on a much larger river 
than the Haw, but the book nonetheless can inform format and style. One of Tripp’s 
glaring omissions, however, lies in his treatment of the non-point source pollution 
problems with the Hudson. Tripp spends too much attention on pollution caused by 
riverside companies and boating traffic, and too little on the dramatic changes that have 
taken place on either side of the river. In one passage, Tripp describes how virtually all of 
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the forested land that used to protect the Hudson from sedimentation is now either a road 
or a parking lot. But his treatment of changes in land use is shallow when it needs to be 
more thoroughly examined, considering that land usage played a significant role in the 
demise of the Hudson.  
 Similarly, Hartman & Smith’s (2004) series in the Rocky Mountain News is a 
good example of a series about water quality, though at times it is a difficult read because 
of its heavy treatment of biological and chemical processes. Perhaps one can learn from 
this series that the scientific data in a news story can quickly become foreign and uneasy 
territory for readers. Despite this flaw, the Hartman & Smith series does an exemplary 
job of adding local flavor by employing person-on-the-street interviews and including 
dozens of sidebars featuring local citizens. More locally, Leavenworth & Warrick (1996) 
covered the Neuse River in a series for The Raleigh News & Observer. The rather grim 
series described how the Neuse had become fouled by runoff and pollution. Some key 
differences distinguish this thesis project from the series about the Neuse. First, the 
Neuse is an enormous river both in terms of length and volume, whereas the Haw River 
is comparatively small. Also, the Haw feeds a major reservoir, creating interesting 
drinking water quality issues that were not addressed in the series of articles about the 
Neuse. Finally, the Leavenworth & Warrick series presented a river in dire trouble, 
trouble caused not just by runoff but by ongoing corporate pollution. The Haw River 
project found no such “villain,” because the primary threat to the Haw’s present health is 
that sediment may choke it or nutrients may damage its ecology. While no less of a 
problem, sedimentation and nutrient overloading are much less scandalous and much 
more multi-faceted compared with a corporate hog farm or some other single polluter. 
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The project, therefore, attempts to treat the angle of “who is responsible” with care and 
thoroughness. After all, sedimentation is caused by the collective actions of individuals, 
businesses, local and state governments and nature. 
Method 
 This thesis takes the form of a series of newspaper articles. As an enterprise story, 
various journalistic methods were used to accumulate and synthesize data.  
Database analysis was a critical component of the project, given that there is 
considerable scientific data about water quality, pollutants, erosion and marine ecology. 
Secondary sources (databases of water quality measurements, for example) were 
analyzed for current assessments and overall trends. A crucial part of this project was to 
distill the findings into everyday language, to make the science understandable.  
Traditional in-depth reporting techniques were used for much of the research for 
this thesis, such as fact checking, verification techniques, multiple sourcing, interviews, 
and other news gathering methods.  
Medium 
 This thesis project has been designed for the print journalism medium, 
specifically a series of newspaper articles that serve as the constituent parts of a broad in-
depth project. Newspapers, because of space restraints, often carve up longer 
investigative pieces and issue them serially over a period of time. The Raleigh News & 
Observer, for example, ran a story about the Neuse River in four parts spaced out over a 
week. The series of articles seems an acceptable and widely used format for this type of 
investigative journalism. 
- 30 - 
  
 
 
Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter II: The River and its Watershed 
Ecologically dead. A stinking mess. Polluted beyond repair. Gross. These are the 
comments people who live in the Haw River watershed give when asked their 
impressions of the waterway. And they used to be right.  
 The Haw River was once all of those things. In the early ’70s, the river had 
become one of the most toxic in the state. Then the problem was quite different from 
some of the threats the river faces today, because the problem then was good old-
fashioned chemical dumping. During the ’70s, there were dozens of fully operational 
textile mills along the banks of the Haw River. The mill companies would create sluices 
to divert fast-moving water closer to the mills so it could be used for hydroelectric power. 
The sluiceways also served as a convenient place to get rid of the leftover chemical 
byproducts of textile manufacturing.  
 The effect on the river from this chemical dumping was nearly catastrophic. 
Stretches of the Haw River were, according to studies by local municipalities, bereft of 
any organic life. There were no bass, no bugs, no beavers; even algae couldn’t grow in 
the river water. 
 Glen Tufts, the Wastewater Treatment Plant operator for the town of Haw River, 
said he once tested the water and it was “completely sterile.”  
The Haw River was indeed, at that time, a stinking mess. But it was not quite 
polluted beyond repair.  
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A recovering river 
 Fast forward to the present and one finds an unfolding environmental success 
story.  
The Haw River appears to have healed quite dramatically. Only small portions of 
the river remain on the Environmental Protection Agency’s list of impaired waters. A 
vigorous conservation movement is in the midst of creating a greenway along the river’s 
banks. Some mills that have stood in decrepitude for more than a decade are being 
redeveloped into mixed use buildings with apartments, schools, retail stores and 
restaurants. Eco-tourism is a budding industry.  
In short, people who were once driven away from the river because of its foul 
water are coming back now that the water is becoming clean again.  
“People are finding out that the Haw River is an okay place to work or live 
again,” said Joe Jacobs, a paddling outfitter based in Saxapahaw.  
One of his clients, Pamela Lynch, is an avid recreational kayaker. She said that 
she and her friends have “discovered” the Haw recently and now try to paddle down it as 
often as possible. 
“We’ll go down any part of it,” said Lynch. “I heard stories about … (the river) 
being this polluted cesspool. But it’s really not that way. I like it so much I’ve even snuck 
onto people’s private land just to try a new part.” 
Of course, not all is well with the Haw River. Rapid and sometimes rampant 
development, animal farms, even parking lots — these are the new threats to the health of 
the Haw. 
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There are literally dozens and dozens of stakeholders who have some interest in 
the future of this river, and because of that there is intense political, financial and social 
wrangling over the direction of that future. The outcome of this struggle is uncertain, but 
one thing remains crystal clear: virtually all the stakeholders agree that the river and its 
watershed are valuable and viable natural resources.  
For a river that once had a quite grim outlook, the future of the Haw River 
appears remarkably buoyant. 
This series of articles looks at the past, present and future of the Haw River. This 
first part gives an overview of the river, its watershed and some of the major issues that 
have shaped its course, both literally and figuratively. The second part in the series will 
provide a look into the rich and very long history of the Haw and the way in which the 
river continuously reinvents itself. The third part will examine pollution problems and 
water politics. The fourth part in the series will detail the strong conservation movement 
at work in the Haw River’s watershed. Part five will address the commercial and 
residential development revival occurring along the Haw, and the sixth part will gaze into 
the future of the Haw River. An opinion piece will conclude the series. 
A Haw River primer 
 The Haw River humbly begins its 110-mile length next to a trailer park off of 
Stigall Road in Forsythe County, north of Winston-Salem. Creeks, streams and even 
smaller trickles of water spring forth from the ground and slowly converge with one 
another as gravity pushes them toward the ocean, and at some point, although no one can 
say exactly where, the converged water officially becomes the Haw River.  
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From there, the Haw takes a winding but roughly west-to-east path through 
Guilford and Rockingham counties, then makes a turn to the southeast and passes through 
Alamance, Orange and Chatham counties.  
In southeast Chatham County, the water in the Haw River moves into the Jordan 
Lake Reservoir briefly before joining the water from the Deep River and forming the 
beginning of the Cape Fear River. Thus the Haw River, along with the Deep, form the 
uppermost portion of the Cape Fear River Basin, the largest basin in the state.  
 The Haw River watershed covers more than 1,500 square miles of land and 
receives the wastewater and runoff from several large municipalities, including 
Greensboro, Reidsville, Burlington, Mebane, Hillsborough, Chapel Hill and Durham. 
According to the state Department of Environment and Natural Resources, some 600,000 
people live in the watershed, nearly 15 percent of the state’s population. 
 Seeing the Haw River near its headwaters north of Winston-Salem is 
unimpressive and reveals little of the power and size found downstream.  
In Guilford and Rockingham counties, the river resembles a lazy, small stream 
with sharp turns, deep gullies and relatively low water levels. But as it picks up more and 
more tributaries along its path, the Haw begins to grow in width, depth and speed. In fact, 
the Haw absorbs 920 miles of tributary streams and creeks. 
In Alamance County, the Haw starts to look like a river, complete with eddies, 
rapids and small, narrow islands. It grows to its widest and most powerful just before it 
reaches the last of the six dams along its length at the Jordan Lake Reservoir. Indeed, this 
is the stretch that kayak and canoe enthusiasts say is most dangerous — and according to 
Jacobs, the paddling outfitter, the most fun. 
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Curiously, the Haw River by all accounts should not exist. Timothy Spruill, a 
scientist with the U.S. Geological Survey, said the water that runs into the Haw should 
have flowed into the Deep River to the south and the Dan River to the north. But 
according to Spruill, the part of the Piedmont occupied by the Haw River was a plateau 
raised up slightly higher than surrounding areas more than a million years ago, when the 
Appalachian Mountains more closely resembled the Rockies. Whether because of 
random upwelling under the surface of the earth or because the bedrock under the Haw is 
slightly harder (and subject to less erosion than nearby areas), ground water was able to 
collect and form the Haw River rather than flowing away to other areas.  
Dams along the river have greatly changed the character of the Haw. Six dams 
remain, but partially submerged remnants of old dams can be found in other places. The 
dams were originally built to harness hydroelectric power and to help create the sluices 
needed for mill operation. Three of the six dams still provide hydroelectric power.  
The dams have slowed the flow of the river—without them, the Haw would be a 
much more robust and fluid waterway. Wide, slow-moving areas of water have been 
created above the dams, where trash and debris collect easily. The dams created 
impassable barriers for fish populations attempting to swim upstream to spawn. The dams 
also have been responsible for several serious injuries and three known deaths to people 
paddling the river. Some of the dams are over 10 feet tall, and when the water flows over 
the dams and hits the pools below, powerful forces called hydraulics are created. 
Hydraulics pull with irresistible power anything nearby—including such objects as 
kayaks and human beings—toward the waterfall and trap them there.  
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 The dams do, however, play a vital role in flood control. Steve Shoaf, the Utilities 
director for Burlington, said when water levels are extremely high, dam operators will 
shut down or slow the release of water to prevent downstream flooding. Conversely, in 
times of draught, Shoaf said, the dams serve to create collection pools from which nearby 
municipalities will draw water from to augment their dwindling freshwater reserves.  
Summary 
 The Haw River was once heavily polluted, but it is no longer in such bad shape. A 
host of factors has prompted the river water to gradually become cleaner and healthier. 
The result of this improvement is a resurgent interest in the Haw River and its 
recreational, environmental, economic and historical assets. But in order to fully 
understand what is happening on the Haw River today, it is necessary to look back into 
its history. 
- 30 - 
 
  
 
 
Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter III: A Historical Perspective 
 Although it’s hard to imagine now, the area surrounding the Haw River was once 
a vast, old-growth deciduous forest with towering oak, beech, sycamore and chestnut 
trees. Wolves and bears roamed freely. The water in the river was clean enough to drink.  
 This environment was home to the Sissipihaw (“People of the Haw”), a 
subpopulation of the Sioux. The Sissipihaw were the first people drawn to the river for its 
abundant wildlife, fertile soil and fresh water. 
 According to the Haw River Historical Society, in the mid-1700s, Europeans 
began settling near the Haw and eventually drove the remaining Sissipihaw who had not 
succumbed to European diseases west toward the mountains. Settlers cleared the land for 
agriculture, thus beginning the great deforestation of the Piedmont.  
 These immigrants of German, Scotch-Irish and English descent rapidly built 
farms and grist mills along the banks of the river. A few large plantations dotted the land, 
but primarily the people living off of the Haw were subsistence farmers. 
 According to a history of the area by the North Carolina African American 
Historical Society, a large Quaker population lived in what is now Alamance and 
Guilford counties. In the years leading up to the Civil War, the area was home to 
Underground Railroad stations provided by the staunchly abolitionist Quakers. Evidence 
of this can be found in some of the older homes in the area. Kitchens with trap doors 
leading to underground rooms and large dressers with false backings are not uncommon
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 in these homes. The Haw River itself served as a passage for slaves making their way 
north toward freedom.  
 The rich history of North Carolina textile mills began in the late-1800s. The mills 
became an economic staple of the post-Reconstruction South. Thousands of people, 
mainly struggling farmers, relocated to work in the mills where they would make all 
kinds of cloth — everything from curtains to corduroy.  
 It was during this time that the river became increasingly polluted. The mills 
would dump leftover chemicals (primarily processed dyes) into the river. This practice 
continued unabated for several decades, and the accumulation of the chemicals in the 
river water caused massive fish kills and devastated the riparian ecology (the term 
riparian refers to areas in or near a waterway). It also caused the river to reek of 
chemicals. 
 The chemical dumping earned the Haw the reputation of being one of the most 
foul rivers in the Piedmont — a reputation that lingers today. 
 Other factors, such as runoff from farms and the removal of land cover near the 
river’s edge, compounded pollution problems in the Haw River, but chemicals from the 
textile mills remained the major culprit. Federal regulations would soon change that. 
Growing public awareness and concern for controlling water pollution led to the 
enactment of the federal Water Pollution Control Act Amendments of 1972. As amended 
in 1977, this body of law became commonly known as the Clean Water Act. 
The Clean Water Act finally provided relief to the Haw River’s pollution 
problems. It required mills to at least pre-treat chemical waste before releasing it into the 
river. Also, sanctions within the federal regulations — such as stiff fines for repeat 
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offenders — gave the Environmental Protection Agency the teeth it needed to enforce the 
new rules.  
 Water quality in the Haw River bottomed out in the ’70s and began to rise slowly 
through the ’80s, but the mills continued to produce and release chemical waste as a 
byproduct of the textile-making process. A major change, however, was about to occur. 
 In 1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement was launched. NAFTA, as it 
was known, ultimately spelled the demise of the textile industry in the American South. 
The pact created what was at the time the world’s largest area of free trade and included 
the nations of Mexico, Canada and the U.S.  
 Mill owners soon found that it was more profitable to move their operations 
across to Mexico, where labor was cheaper, materials were cheaper and environmental 
regulations more relaxed. This realization prompted a wave of mill closings throughout 
the South in the ’90s. One by one, mill gates along the Haw River were shut for good. 
Today, there are only two mills operating on the Haw: the Copland Fabrics and the Glen 
Raven mills, both near Burlington. 
 This turn of events devastated most of the small mill towns. In places like 
Saxapahaw, the town of Haw River and Ossipee, the local economies ground to a halt 
and the local populations started to move away. Many of these towns have become 
“welfare towns” that can carry out basic municipal duties only with the help of state 
funding. Tax rates in these towns have spiked because it is the only way town officials 
can raise enough money to keep basic services, such as water and sewage treatment, 
operating. The high tax rates in these towns deter growth, establishing a cycle of 
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emigration and tax hikes. The demographic make-up of these towns has skewed toward 
the elderly because many younger people have moved elsewhere in search of work.  
 But for the Haw River, the mill closings were a boon. Without the mills and the 
chemical releases that came along with them, the river has since seen dramatic 
improvement.  
A representative history 
 The town of Haw River is emblematic of the decline of many of the mill towns 
along the Haw. It was once a thriving small town, with a movie theater, restaurants, a 
downtown grocery and a bar where locals gathered. To drive through the town today, one 
would be hard pressed to imagine anything resembling prosperity. 
 The shops are mostly closed. The movie theater is gone. Gone also are the 
restaurants and bar. Many of the downtown buildings have fallen into disrepair. One gets 
the general sense that this town’s time has come and gone. 
 The story of Haw River is symbolic of the histories of many of the mill towns 
along the river, following the same arc — from humble beginnings to times of prosperity 
to economic hardship — that towns such as Ossippee, Swepsonville and Bynum 
experienced. 
The history of Haw River is rich with stories of historical significance and local 
prosperity. The following account is based on historical documents obtained from the 
Town Hall in Haw River and on an interview with the town’s mayor, Buddy Boggs. 
According to the Haw River Historical Society, the area was settled by Adam 
Trollinger in 1745, an immigrant of German descent who moved from Pennsylvania. 
Like other settlers, Trollinger’s choice of relocation was partly out of convenience. Early 
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settlements in Alamance and Guilford counties tended to be near established trading 
routes and were often the former villages of Native Americans, who in turn had chosen 
the locations for their proximity to easily crossed parts of the river.  
Trollinger settled a spot not far from a former Sissipihaw Indian village because it 
not only offered an easy crossing of the river, but also because nearby the water flowed 
with enough power to turn a grist wheel. Three years later his son Jacob built a grist mill, 
one of the first in the mostly unsettled wilderness. The settlement became known as 
Trollinger’s Ford. 
British Army commander Lord Cornwallis passed through the village in the 
waning days of the Revolutionary War, raided the grist mill and tied Jacob Trollinger to a 
tree. Trollinger then sent two of his sons to fight the British. 
In 1884, the textile boom came to Trollinger’s Ford when the Granite Mill was 
built. Five years later the North Carolina Railroad was built, and the Trollinger family 
secured its passage through their village by building a rail bridge over the Haw River at 
their expense. Trollinger’s Ford was thus renamed Haw River Depot.  
Financial troubles led to the eventual sale of virtually all of the Trollinger 
properties, including the mill, to the Holt family in 1859, and for the next seventy years 
the mill prospered under the new ownership.  
Little gems of local lore adorn this town’s past. For instance, legend has it that 
“large amounts of Confederate gold” were relocated at the end of the Civil War from 
Raleigh and buried near the rail depot in town. Another describes a scandalous feud that 
resulted in the death of one of the Holt’s kin. The man’s body, as the story goes, was 
found in the yard of a prominent local citizen, George Swepson. Swepson, though 
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acquitted of the alleged murder, was driven from town, whereupon he moved and settled 
the town of Swepsonville, only 10 miles to the south. 
The town also proudly boasts three native sons who served as governor of North 
Carolina: Thomas M. Holt, William Kerr Scott and Robert Walker Scott.  
In the late 1800s, the cotton mills thrived. In fact, it was quite like a fiefdom. The 
mill owners built and owned several hundred homes within walking distance from the 
mill itself. When the families of mill workers grew too large for one home, they would 
apply to move into a larger home with perhaps one extra bedroom. The town was divided 
into distinct neighborhoods, each with its own name and identity. The mill owners built 
community centers and groceries where workers could grab a shower and a loaf of bread. 
During this period, Haw River Depot was a flourishing mill town much like several 
others along the Haw. 
In 1928, the mill complex, which consisted of two mill buildings on either side of 
the railroad tracks and connected by an elevated walkway, was bought and renamed Cone 
Mills. Two years later, the new owners realized the growing popularity of corduroy 
fabric. The Tabardrey mill south of Main Street was equipped with machinery that could 
produce the fabric that was then transferred to the Granite mill on the other side of the 
street for finishing. During the 1900s, Haw River Depot was dubbed the “corduroy 
capital of the world,” and according to the Haw River Historical Society it produced 
more than 10 percent of the fabric worldwide. 
In 1973 Haw River was officially incorporated (having dropped the “depot” from 
its name since the rail depot was no longer standing), and times were flush.  
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By the early ’80s, the Cone Mills employed more than 1,000 people in a town of 
just more than 3,000. Considering that much of that population was either too old or too 
young to work, mill work was just about the only game in town.  
But a host of factors, including the EPA’s Clean Water Act and the advent of 
NAFTA, ultimately made the mills unprofitable. The Cone Mills were sold and closed, 
and now they stand as dilapidated monuments to a once thriving mill town. 
Virtually every window in the mills is broken. Piles of equipment and machinery 
rust outside. Dozens of feral cats slink through shadows in abandoned warehouses. 
Fences enclose the buildings, discouraging the curious from getting too close. Weeds and 
vines have taken over the grounds. Some of the brick façades are beginning to crumble. 
And much of this is visible from Main Street, except perhaps the furtive felines. 
A mayor’s crusade to preserve history 
Buddy Boggs, mayor of Haw River, has been working for years to keep history 
alive in his town. A native of the town, he remembers fondly the time when Haw River 
flourished. But he as also uneasy about the notion that much of that history could fade 
away.  
Boggs’ parents worked the mills for more than 35 years, and he says they didn’t 
regret it for a day. 
They would come home “all covered in cotton and dust, all covered in this white 
dust.” But Boggs said that this was a small price for a good living.  
The claim stands in stark contrast to statistics on brown lung disease, a 
debilitating lung condition caused by, among other things, inhalation of cotton dust. 
According to a study in 1980, the Brown Lung Association estimated that some 25,000 
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present or former North Carolina textile workers showed symptoms of the disease, and 
that between 10,000 and 15,000 North Carolinians were disabled by it. Textile industry 
estimates, on the other hand, were less than one-tenth of those figures. 
 “They would look forward to going to the mills in the morning. You know, all 
their friends and neighbors were there. This was the kind of town where as a boy I could 
walk into any house I pleased. 
“I knew who lived where and in what house.” 
He tried his hand at mill work for several summers as a teen and thought it was 
the “hottest, nosiest damn place” and later enlisted in the Air Force after high school. 
His enlistment became a career, and after 30 years of service as a radar specialist 
stationed mostly at the NORAD facility in Colorado, he and his wife—whom he met in 
high school in Haw River—decided to move back home in 1994. 
He has been mayor of Haw River for five years and before that served on the 
Town Council. While on the council, Boggs began to realize that the history of his 
beloved home town was beginning to fade. Buildings were closing, people were leaving 
(and dieing), and he feared the history of his hometown would fade away. 
Named “the boy of a hundred tricks” in his 1956 senior yearbook, Boggs 
convinced the D.H. Griffith Wrecking Company, the present owner of the mills, to 
donate a building to the town. D.H. Griffith had been using the mill buildings primarily 
as warehouses for storage. The donated building was the old firehouse, and before that a 
community center for the mill workers. A rectangular two-story brick edifice right on 
Main Street and within view of the mills, the building became the Haw River Historical 
Museum.  
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“At first, there wasn’t not a thing in here,” he said. “Not a thing, just empty floors. 
But we started asking for stuff from anybody that had it. And wouldn’t you know it, stuff 
started coming in … by the cart-full.” 
Now the museum is packed wall to wall with artifacts and memorabilia. Looms 
from the mills, rolls of cotton from the 1800s that someone had held onto, clothes, 
pictures, keepsakes—even a military uniform for each branch of the military. There is a 
display showing the names (and sometimes the pictures) of each of the 37 Haw River 
natives who have died in service in conflicts spanning from the Civil War to Desert 
Storm. 
“Over here you see the stuff people found on the river bottom. There’s a bunch of 
bullets and whatnot from the war,” he said. 
Boggs is talking about lead rifle balls, possibly from the Civil War, that range in 
size from grapes to small plums; to pick one up is to understand why there were so many 
amputees from that war. Next to these are half a dozen finely made arrowheads likely left 
by the Sissipihaw. 
In another display is a remarkable collection of photographs. The photos go all the 
way back to the 1860s, and there are even a handful of faded daguerreotypes. The 
pictures capture moments of the town’s history. One depicts the Haw River flooding so 
high that it lapped at the foundation of the Granite Mill, a building that normally sits 
about 50 feet above the river. Another shows the mills in their fully operational glory, 
with people busily transporting cloth from one building to another while a train passes 
through town. One photo is of Main Street around the mid-1950s, and old-fashioned cars 
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line both sides of the street while dozens of people stroll the sidewalks. The collection 
makes Boggs nostalgic. 
“This town has a lot of memories,” Boggs said. “We just needed to do something 
to make sure we remembered ’em.”    
At the time the museum opened, Boggs and several other Haw River citizens 
formed the Haw River Historical Society. The group is dedicated to preserving the 
cultural history of the town.  
“Since the mills shut up for good, this town is changing,” said Boggs. “From what 
I understand, the population is remaining steady at about 2,000. But nobody’s moving 
here. So pretty soon, all of us who remember what it was like when times were good will 
be gone. 
“I’d sure hate to see it all disappear.” 
- 30 - 
  
 
  
Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter IV: Water Pollution and Water Politics 
 Experts agree that the Haw River is less polluted than it used to be, but that is 
about the only thing on which they agree. Pollution, and the science of measuring it, 
elicits different responses depending on who you ask.  
Environmentalists say it’s a problem still raging out of control. Town and county 
officials, on the other hand, say it’s so much better than it used to be that it’s no longer 
relevant.  
 State water quality officials base their conclusions on one set of data while cities 
and towns use another.  
Many everyday citizens think the river is permanently fouled, and yet paddling 
outfitters say more and more people are paddling down the river for recreation.  
Everyone, it seems, has a different idea of just what is happening with water 
quality in the Haw. 
 But before getting to the politics of water pollution, some fundamental questions 
must be addressed: What exactly is water pollution and how does it happen? What are its 
effects? What’s different now than in the past and what’s changed? 
 And how bad was the Haw River, really? 
“Denim Blue” Water 
There was a time when people could guess what color fabric the textile mills were 
making on any particular day by looking at the color of the water downstream. 
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 In the late 1960s, when chemical dumping by the mills was at its worst, parts of 
the Haw River were declared ecologically dead by the Haw River Assembly, a non-profit 
group based in Bynum that advocates the conservation and environmental protection of 
the river. 
 During this time, pollution levels in the Haw River were at their highest on 
record, and the consequences were dire. 
 Fish populations were wiped out. Species of mussels that once thrived on the river 
bottom were put on the endangered list. Foul odors emanating from the river were 
detectable for miles.  
Because the mills would typically dump leftover dyes into the river, the water 
would literally run purple, red and “denim blue.”  
Glen Tufts, the Pretreatment Plant operator for the town of Haw River, said his 
wife, Amy, grew up near the Granite Mill, a finishing plant for fabrics. 
“She’d tell stories about how bad the river was,” he said. “She said when she was 
little you could definitely see what color the clothes were by looking in the river. It 
turned all kinds of colors. When they made jeans there, she said (the water) was a lovely 
denim blue. My wife used to say you knew you were getting close to town by the smell.” 
The brave souls that did venture into the water would later have to seek medical 
treatment for skin problems so often that the term “Haw Riveritis” was coined by 
dermatologists at UNC Hospitals, referring to the dermatitis that resulted from forays into 
the polluted river. 
 “It’s 200 percent better than when I first paddled down the Haw in 1977,” the late 
William Nealy, a Hillsborough artist and writer who has written extensively about the 
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Haw, said in a 2000 interview. “Back then, it smelled. If you didn’t take a shower when 
you got home, you could get dermatitis, even pneumonia if it got into your lungs.” 
Not everyone’s memories of the river are so dire. Buddy Boggs, mayor of Haw 
River, likened his childhood in the mill town to that of Tom Sawyer. 
“We would wander up the river and go to the watermelon field in the summers. 
Once we got found out, we would all grab the biggest one we could carry and run to the 
river and throw it in. Then we’d run away from that old farmer and wait for the melons to 
float down to us.”  
What exactly is water pollution? 
Water pollution is generally broken down into two categories: point source and 
non-point source. 
 Point source pollution is that which can be traced to a single place of input. This 
includes the places where cities release their treated wastewater as well as locations 
where textile mills released chemical byproducts. Until recently, point source pollution 
had been the major source of trouble for the Haw River.  
 But most experts contend that the bigger problem for the Haw, and indeed for 
most North Carolina waterways, is non-point source pollution, or pollution that cannot be 
traced to a single input.  
 “Point source pollution is overemphasized,” said Paul Kron, the planning director 
for the Piedmont Triad Council of Governments, a non-profit association of local and 
county governments. 
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 “People will point to wastewater treatment plants and say, ‘There’s the problem.’ 
But it has occurred to me that that is the lowest-hanging-fruit approach. Non-point source 
pollution is harder to stop and harder to identify. But it’s the bigger problem of the two.” 
When rain falls in the Haw River watershed, the water from the rainstorms soaks 
the ground until it can’t hold any more. Then the excess water begins to run across the 
surface of the land and make its way toward the nearest stream, river, or in the case of 
cities, the nearest storm drain. This water, called runoff, poses several problems for the 
water quality of rivers.  
 In rural areas, the runoff picks up dirt and mud and carries it into streams and 
rivers, causing them to turn brown and become choked with sediment. The runoff can 
also pick up and carry chemicals found in the fertilizers and pesticides used on 
agricultural farmland or the animal waste from livestock operations.  
When the land near a river’s edge is either cultivated or cleared for development, 
the river loses a valuable defense mechanism. These areas, called riparian buffers, tend to 
cleanse runoff water of its harmful components—much like a comb or a filter— and 
allow cleaner and clearer water to enter the river.  
 In urban areas, runoff gathers in storm drains and is then redirected away from 
town and into streams and rivers. During heavy rains, the redirected water is released 
with such a torrent that it causes erosion problems where the storm water meets the river. 
Just like on farms, runoff in urban landscapes is capable of transporting chemicals from 
fertilized lawns and industrial areas into nearby waterways.  
The effects of water pollution on the Haw River 
  
32 
 
 When scientists measure water pollution, they often look for certain indicators in 
the water itself. Heavy metals such lead and mercury are monitored because they not only 
pose a threat to riparian habitats but can also be harmful to humans.  
 A more common problem associated with water pollution, however, are nutrients. 
Phosphates and nitrates, two chemical compounds commonly found in products ranging 
from fertilizer to soap, collect in rivers and wreak havoc on aquatic life. Algae thrive on 
phosphates and nitrates, so when there are large quantities of those compounds in rivers, 
algae blooms soon follow. The algae use up much of the dissolved oxygen in water, 
causing fish, mussels and other marine life to suffocate. A secondary problem arises 
when the algae die and settle to the bottom of a river or lake. As bacteria work to 
decompose it, they also use up a large amounts of oxygen, causing the crucial bottom 
layer of water (called the benthic zone) to fall out of biological balance. This process, 
called eutrofication, can be devastating to river ecologies. 
 Jennie Atkins, an environmental chemist with the state Division of Water Quality, 
said that nutrient content in rivers is probably the best and most telling indicator of 
pollution levels.  
 “Phosphates and nitrates are limiting nutrients,” Atkins said, “and limiting 
nutrients, to put it in layman’s terms, throw the balance of a water ecosystem out of 
whack. They help one kind of organism thrive at the expense of lots of others.” 
 Atkins also said that once nutrient levels reach a certain threshold, the cycle of 
algae blooms and eutrophication is harder to stop. 
 And beside all of the problems that nutrients pose to the ecology of rivers and 
lakes, there is a human cost as well.  
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The Haw River feeds the Jordan Lake Reservoir, which is the major source of 
drinking water for the towns of Cary and Holly Springs. Additionally, the Haw River 
itself is used for freshwater by Greensboro, Pittsboro, the town of Haw River and 
Burlington, among others.  
Kron explained that when nutrients cause abnormal amounts of algae, that water 
is harder and therefore more expensive to clean than normal water. Thus, those cities and 
towns must spend additional municipal funds on freshwater treatment plant upgrades so 
they can ensure their residents get good drinking water.  
Algae blooms also cause water to smell bad (from decomposition) and cause 
water to take on a pea-green hue, both of which reduce the recreational value of the 
water. 
Another important aspect of water quality that scientists measure to gauge water 
pollution is turbidity, or the amount of suspended sediment in the water. Heavy 
sedimentation leaves water looking like cappuccino—thick, brown and opaque.  
Chris Wu, an environmental specialist with the state Division of Water Quality, 
said this condition can disorient fish and clog their gills. It also harms microorganisms on 
the bottom of the river by blocking out the sunlight they thrive on. Furthermore, when 
sediments finally settle out of the water, they collect to form an abnormally thick layer of 
mud on the river bottom, burying the benthic zone micro-ecosystem that is so crucial to 
the health of the overall river ecosystem.  
Related to turbidity, another key water quality indicator is the presence or absence 
of macroinvertebrate life. Macroinvertebrates are aquatic insects that live either on the 
surface of the water or in the benthic zone at the river bottom. They are a key component 
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in the food chain of a river, eating each other and being eaten by larger animals. They 
have historically been used as an indicator of ecosystem health because of this crucial 
role they play in a river’s ecosystem. Regular sampling of macroinvertebrate life is 
performed throughout the Haw River watershed by environmental groups. 
“These critters, as I like to call them, are our way of telling what’s going on in the 
water,” said Cynthia Crossen, the River Watch coordinator for the Haw River Assembly. 
 “They tell us a lot about water quality. Mayflies, damselflies, blackflies, 
leeches—they are all very sensitive creatures. They respond to changes in the water that 
you can’t see or touch or smell. They’re like tiny little water quality thermometers. 
“When I do my river watch samples, or other volunteers do samples, we look for 
these critters. When we don’t find any or we don’t find enough, I always go, ‘Uh-oh. 
Something’s happened.’” 
All of these components of water quality tend to fluctuate throughout the year, 
with the highest levels occurring during the growing season, from April to October. 
During this time of year, rainfall is heaviest and outdoor human activity peaks.  
Carol Patrick, the Water Resources manager for the Piedmont Triad Council of 
Governments, said the growing season doesn’t necessarily relate just to agriculture. 
Patrick explained that a lot of human activity, such as construction projects and lawn 
fertilization, are at their peak during these months as well.  
Point Source Pollution 
Wastewater treatment plants take used water from a city and put it through a 
process that strips away much of the harmful chemicals. The water is treated to remove 
solid waste, destroy bacteria and clean out several types of chemical compounds, such as 
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sulfur, phosphorus and chloroform. Then the water is disinfected and released into nearby 
streams or rivers. This discharged water is called effluent. 
 A two-pronged strategy to reduce the amount of pollutants discharged by these 
treatment plants was comprised of laws aimed at improving the treatment process and 
laws banning the use of some especially problematic products. 
 The wastewater treatment process has undergone significant improvements due to 
stricter state and federal regulations that lowered the acceptable levels of pollutants in 
treated wastewater. When the federal government, for example, passed the Clean Water 
Act in 1977, rules went into effect that mandated maximum levels of mercury that could 
be released by wastewater treatment plants. As is the case in North Carolina, states often 
amend federal regulations and impose even stricter standards.  
Because of such regulations, the levels of toxic chemicals such as mercury and 
ammonia in North Carolina waterways have been reduced. But problems with the process 
aren’t limited to what happens at the wastewater treatment plant. 
 Many typical household products contain large amounts of chemicals that can 
harm a river’s ecology. Dishwasher and laundry detergents, for example, are often made 
with large amounts of phosphates in them. When these products are used, the spent water 
goes to wastewater treatment plants and taxes the plants’ ability to clean the water 
adequately and causes the effluent to have chemical levels that exceed state and federal 
standards. 
 A phosphate detergent ban imposed by the North Carolina General Assembly in 
1988 eliminated the sale and use of popular household detergents with heavy 
concentrations of phosphates. The state claims that since its enactment, the ban has 
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resulted in a 50 percent reduction of phosphates in the Cape Fear River Basin, which 
includes the Haw River.  
 The problems that used to be associated with the mill industry have also abated. 
First with state and federal regulations that required the industry to clean up its waste, and 
then with the closings of nearly all the mills due to economic circumstances, chemical 
dumping in the Haw has virtually ceased altogether.  
 And so, because of this host of factors, point source pollution is no longer the 
primary threat to the health of the Haw River.  
Non-point source pollution 
 As the Environmental Protection Agency asserted in the early ’80s, problems 
associated with runoff have supplanted point source pollution as the greatest water 
quality problem facing the rivers and streams of this country. 
 Increasing development near waterways, the disappearance of riparian buffers, the 
increasing amount of impervious surfaces (such as parking lots and roads that don’t allow 
the ground to absorb water), increasing usage of fertilizers and pesticides and suburban 
sprawl all conspire to create a growing problem with non-point source water pollution.  
 Consider that the annual erosion from forests is about 40 pounds per acre 
compared with more than 14,000 pounds per acre of cropland. But agriculture is certainly 
not the only culprit. 
A recent example of non-point source pollution in the Haw River exemplifies the 
problem. 
 The Chapel Ridge development covers 790 acres of land in Chatham County and 
will eventually have 580 homes. It also features an 18-hole golf course. During 
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construction of the subdevelopment late in the summer of 2005, heavy rains resulted in a 
massive flow of sediment into Dry Creek. 
 Dry Creek’s headwaters spring from the ground near Silk Hope and flow roughly 
southeast until merging with the Haw River. It has historically been one of the cleanest 
tributaries of the Haw, having never been placed on the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s list of impaired waterways.  
 But the influx of sediment resulted in the creek turning into a thick flow of muddy 
brown water. According to the Haw River Assembly’s River Watch newsletter, up to 12 
inches of mud had settled to the bottom of the creek. The group also found that scarcely 
any of the macroinvertebrate life normally found in the creek had survived downstream 
from where the mud entered. 
 “It was as thick a sedimentation as I’ve seen,” said Crossen, the River Watch 
coordinator. “It was like dirt soup.”  
 When the sedimentation was first reported by the Haw River Assembly to the 
state Division of Water Quality in August of 2005, a representative was sent to the 
Chapel Ridge development to investigate the incident. According to a state report, the 
water quality specialist found that the development was indeed doing all that was 
required of it to prevent sedimentation in Dry Creek. But one month later, more severe 
sedimentation was observed and reported. This resulted in the state issuing a notice of 
violation to the developer and demanded that a plan be drawn up to remove on-site mud.  
 Developers are required before they ever break ground to create best management 
practices, or BMPs, that include plans for erosion control. Some examples of BMPs 
include sediment pools, which are deep holes in the ground that collect runoff before it 
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has a chance to enter the nearest stream, and silt fences, which border a developer’s 
property and trap mud as runoff heads toward a waterway. These practices are viewed as 
an annoyance and an extra cost to developers, but are viewed by environmentalists as 
necessary and valuable tools to prevent incidents like the one in Dry Creek. 
 “This may take up to five years for this creek to recover,” said Crossen. “Maybe 
more, maybe less, but the amount of mud in the water was just amazing. It’s more clear 
now than it was a few months ago, but that doesn’t mean the ecology is still not pretty 
damaged.” 
 Dry Creek was recently placed on the EPA’s list of impaired waterways. 
The current state of pollution in the Haw River 
 A recent controversy about the water quality in the Jordan Lake Reservoir 
underscores the extent to which various state and local agencies in North Carolina 
disagree when it comes to measuring pollution. 
 In the fall of 2005, a report was released by the Division of Water Quality, a 
subdivision of the North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources. In 
the report, the Division of Water Quality announced that the Jordan Lake Reservoir was 
severely polluted with too much nutrient content. The study recommended that stricter 
pollution reduction measures be implemented on municipalities that released treated 
wastewater into the Haw River watershed. These recommendations, if adopted, would 
mean some towns would have to spend anywhere between $13 million and $35 million to 
retrofit their wastewater treatment facilities, some of which had been revamped within 
the last decade. 
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 “The (proposed) new rules are pretty much the strictest ever,” said Patrick, a 
resource manager with the Piedmont Triangle Council of Governments. “Maybe in the 
whole country, I don’t know. But definitely the strictest ever in North Carolina. 
 “They would pretty much stop these towns from developing.” 
 Patrick predicted that the new rules would cost towns in the Haw River basin so 
much money that they would effectively cripple municipal budgets.  
 David Beal, the Haw River town manager, agrees. He said that because his town 
is already financially strapped, he opposes the proposed measures.  
 “It’s rash and it’s not based on what I think is very good data,” Beal said.  
 When town and county officials got to see the data the state had used in 
determining the extent of the pollution in the Jordan Lake Reservoir, they cried foul. The 
Division of Water Quality, they claimed, had massaged the data to make it look worse 
than it might really be. Although those officials weren’t sure just how bad the pollution 
really was, they were quite sure that the data the state had used was not good enough to 
give an accurate picture.  
 “When I saw what was used to draw those conclusions, I thought, ‘These numbers 
aren’t quite right,’” Patrick said. “I knew we had to go back and take another look.” 
Among the accusations leveled was that the state agency was drawing conclusions 
from a dataset that only contained information from the summer months, which is the 
time of year when pollution is typically at its highest, and that they drew conclusions 
based only on the last two years of data. This, they argued, was not a long enough time 
frame.  
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 Furthermore, the state report was based only on data from monitoring stations in 
the uppermost subbasins of the Haw River watershed, leaving the southernmost subbasins 
out of the picture. These happen to be among the cleanest in the watershed, Patrick said.  
Beal said that the monitoring stations were placed strategically decades ago to 
specifically monitor water just downstream from wastewater discharge sites. This means 
that the water that is measured at these stations is not necessarily representative of the 
river water as a whole.  
 Patrick argued that the Haw River feeds into the Jordan Lake Reservoir very near 
to the reservoir’s southern terminus. That is, more than two thirds of the reservoir is fed 
by water from the New Hope watershed. The reservoir, said Patrick, has a retention rate 
of more than 40 days in the upper two thirds of it, compared with only five days in the 
lower third that is fed by the Haw. Retention rates refer to how long it takes for a unit of 
water to move through a larger body of water. It indicates how stagnant a body of water 
is. Patrick said that the problem lies to the north, not in the area of the reservoir affected 
by the Haw River.  
 An official from the Division of Water Quality declined to comment on these 
claims, stating that the division was awaiting further developments. 
Led by Steve Shoaf, the Utilities director of Burlington, these local governments 
began collecting their own data and presented their argument to the state’s Environmental 
Management Commission. The commission, made up of elected officials and 
environmental experts, found their presentation compelling enough to postpone the 
adoption of any new regulations until more reliable data could be collected. 
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“Steve was as calm as could be during the hearing,” said Kron, the Piedmont 
Triad Council of Governments representative who attended the presentation. “He just 
presented what we had found out and let the water quality folks show their data.” 
 About the time that local governments in the Haw River watershed were 
scrambling to gather data and put together a counterargument, the Piedmont Triad 
Council of Governments decided to take action. Together with the Upper Cape Fear 
River Basin Association, the Piedmont Triad Council of Governments commissioned the 
United States Geological Survey (USGS) to do a study of water pollution in the Haw 
River watershed. The USGS is widely respected for the integrity and quality of its 
independent studies. The hope was that the study would once and for all establish the 
current state of pollution in the Haw River and vindicate the Haw River watershed local 
governments. 
 “We just wanted an outside agency to do the number crunching,” said Kron. 
“That way, whatever they found, good or bad, couldn’t be accused of bias.” 
Published in February, the report did indeed do just what Kron had hoped for.  
The findings cited in the report included:  
 Suspended sediment levels have dropped from an average of 40 milligrams per 
liter of water in the early ’80s to an average of 14 milligrams per liter during 
the last three years. That’s a decrease of 65 percent.  
 Phosphate concentrations also decreased by more than 50 percent, falling from 
an average of .34 milligrams per liter in the early ’80s to .13 during the last 
three years. 
  
42 
 
  Total nitrogen concentrations went from 2.2 milligrams per liter to 1.4, a drop 
of 36 percent. 
 The study based its findings on a combination of all available data concerning 
sediments and nutrients in the Haw River, which included information from USGS 
monitoring stations as well as data from Division of Water Quality stations. The stations 
were located just south of Bynum, a location that is relatively close to where the Haw 
flows into the Jordan Lake Reservoir.  
If nothing else, the USGS study validates assumptions that the Haw River is much 
less polluted than it once was. The effect it will have on the state’s decision about raising 
clean water standards along the Haw remains to be seen. The report was published after 
the Environmental Management Commission hearing last fall and will be presented at the 
next one, to be held May 10 and 11 in Raleigh. 
Better, but not problem-free 
Although the USGS report paints a rather rosy picture of the health of the Haw 
River, problems remain. The state Division of Water Quality conducts a study of the 
water quality of each of North Carolina’s major river basins (a report that is unrelated to 
the one about the Jordan Lake Reservoir). The latest report was published in October 
2005, and it reveals that conditions in the Haw River basin, improved as they may be, are 
still quite problematic.  
Fish consumption throughout the entire Haw River watershed, according to the 
report, is unsafe because of mercury levels. 
Of the 420 miles of stream monitored for the report, 104 miles — almost 25 
percent — were declared impaired for aquatic life. Just under 10 percent of the water in 
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the basin was declared impaired for recreation purposes. When a stretch of river or 
stream is declared impaired, it is put on the Environmental Protection Agency’s master 
list of impaired waters, the dreaded 303(d) list. Once a section of water is put on the list, 
the EPA requires that a plan be developed by state and local governmental agencies to 
address the pollution problems in the impaired section and mandates that it must be 
removed from the list within 10 years or face federal intervention and fines. 
The reasons for declaring these portions of the watershed impaired tended to be 
high sedimentation and nutrient levels for aquatic life and high levels of fecal coliform 
for recreation. Fecal coliform, a bacteria that indicates the presence of animal or human 
solid waste, is typically associated with wastewater effluent and runoff from livestock 
operations (there are 40 registered livestock operations within the watershed). 
Throughout the entire basin, wastewater discharge permits allow about 97 million 
gallons per day of effluent to enter the Haw River or its tributaries. To put that into 
perspective, that equals about 146 Olympic-size swimming pools of wastewater per day 
that flows into the watershed, but one should bear in mind that these are maximum limits 
and often the daily flows are quite a bit less than the maximum. Effluent is supposed to 
be cleansed so thoroughly that it can be safely drunk by people, but because of factors 
such as overloading, equipment failure or flooding, wastewater treatment plants 
sometimes release water that contains more toxins and pollutants than it should.  
The report illustrates the degree to which human activity places stress on rivers 
and streams. However, looking at a map of the impaired sections of the rivers and 
streams throughout the Haw River basin, one notices that the primary river is quickly 
cleansed by the inflow of clean water from healthy tributaries. Indeed, most of the 
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sections dubbed impaired are tributaries that flow through urban areas in Guilford and 
Alamance counties and encounter particularly heavy stress from urban runoff and large 
amounts of wastewater discharges. Less than half of the 104 miles of impaired waterways 
are located on the Haw River itself, and most of them are confined to the upper parts of 
the river where the majority of its tributaries flow through urbanized areas.  
‘We all throw stuff away’ 
“Beyond what chemicals and nutrients and all that stuff that’s in the water, we 
have to be accountable for our own personal part of the deal,” said Mike Holland, an 
environmental consultant and board member for the Haw River Assembly. 
“We all throw stuff away.” 
Holland, who holds a doctoral degree in environmental health science, 
coordinates the Big Sweep, an annual event in which volunteers gather to clean up trash 
found along the Haw River’s banks. This is no small problem. In fact, a trip to the dam 
above Glencoe Mill Village, north of Burlington, yielded a startling discovery. 
The dams along the Haw River create slow moving pools of water that tend to 
collect trash and debris. Here is a list of what was found collecting among the dozens of 
fallen logs just upstream from the Glencoe dam: 
Paint cans, oil cans, gasoline cans, two pill bottles, carpet cleaner, dozens of foam 
cups, large foam chunks, three tires, a lid to a cooler, fishing tackle, beer cans, footballs, 
basketballs, volleyballs, soccer balls, tennis balls, kick balls, rope, barbed wire, plastic 
and paper food wrappers, a toilet seat, condom wrappers, bottle caps, disposable lighters, 
bleach containers, and hundreds and hundreds of floating plastic bottles. 
  
45 
 
“I float down the river in my kayak and, for miles at a time, think, ‘Man, this is 
neat. A wilderness in the middle of Alamance County,’” said Holland. “And then I come 
upon places like this.” 
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Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter V: The Conservation Movement 
 “I can’t tell you how I got laughed at,” said Melody Wiggins. “The town council 
looked at me and just laughed and laughed. They said, ‘Are you serious? That river 
stinks!’ But now, I’ve taken every one of them down the river in a canoe. Now, every one 
of them talks about eco-tourism and developing parks. Now, they all want in.” 
Wiggins, the director for parks and recreation in the city of Graham, could afford 
to be smug if she wanted to. After all, she spearheaded the movement in Alamance 
County to reclaim the Haw River as a viable natural resource for recreation and business. 
She’s been at it almost a decade and has had to endure ridicule and resistance.  
But Wiggins is anything but smug. 
“I tell the younger people I work with that in this business of town government, 
you have to have patience,” said Wiggins. “The main thing is not to lose your vision or 
your passion. But it can be tough to keep working and working and not see immediate 
results. But then I tell them, ‘Look what’s happening here. I’ve been at this a long time, 
and yeah, I’ve been discouraged at times. But look at how far along we are.’” 
Wiggins added, “I don’t really think much about what can go wrong at this point. 
This thing has so much momentum, now that it’s started and it’s going, I mean I don’t see 
it stopping.” 
The “it” she refers to is a growing conservation movement in Alamance County.
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It started with a canoe access point being built in Graham, one of the few cities 
the Haw River runs directly through. In fact, the banks of the Haw are just over a mile 
from the center of downtown.  
From that one canoe access point, the conservation movement has grown to 
include plans for a water and land trail along the entire length of the river, a state park on 
the Haw in Guilford, thousands of acres bought by land conservancies, a budding eco-
tourism industry and, perhaps most remarkably, a gradual change in peoples’ perceptions 
of the river. 
“We had to dispel a lot of the ideas people had about the river—that it stank, that 
it was unsafe,” said Wiggins. “But there’s no better way to do it than by getting people to 
go look at it or go paddling down it.” 
A movement is born 
Ten years ago, when Wiggins took over as the parks and recreation director, she 
saw the river and thought, “Gosh, what a wasted resource.” 
From there, she teamed up with the Haw River Assembly and began advocating 
more access to the river. But she knew there would be resistance. 
“I thought, ‘How do you sell this without looking like the biggest tree-hugger in 
the world?’” she said. 
The answer, in a word, was economics. The city of Graham’s economy was 
depressed then, and she thought that if she could position her ideas in a way that appealed 
to the city council’s wallet then she would at least get the chance to be heard. 
  
48 
 
For the first few years, progress was slow. It took several years just to get the 
funds to create the canoe access point. And even with that small first project, there were 
obstacles. 
As Wiggins pointed out, the Haw River Assembly and local governments form an 
uneasy marriage. Often, their goals are the same, but they tend not to play the game the 
same way. The Haw River Assembly tends to be driven by ideals whereas local 
governments are motivated by practicality and cost.  
The Haw River Assembly was partially funding the initiative and had its own 
ideas about how access points should be designed. It felt that the environmental impact 
needed to be minimal, with essentially a dirt trail leading down to the river from the road. 
But from Wiggins’ standpoint, a dirt trail was impracticable. Other constraints 
were at work. The Americans With Disabilities Act, passed in 1990, requires that 
government services and facilities — including canoe access points on public land — be 
equally accessible by people with and without physical disabilities.  
“We had to ultimately comply with this provision of the ADA and make an access 
point that had a paved parking lot and a paved ramp down to the water,” said Wiggins.  
This, she said, ruffled some feathers at the Haw River Assembly. But the fact that 
the process of making the Haw River canoe and kayak accessible had begun far 
outweighed the rift it caused between the city and the environmentalists. Besides, 
Wiggins said, the rift was only temporary. 
“We have to make trade-offs to get anything done in local government,” Wiggins 
said. “This got the ball rolling.” 
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 Once the access point was created, Wiggins started taking as many people as she 
could down what she called the “learning stretch” of the river. They would put in near the 
town of Haw River, where there was a natural access point, and paddle down the 
approximately 5-mile stretch of gentle, easily navigible water to the newly installed 
access point in Graham.  
 She took every member of the city council and various business owners in town 
down the “learning stretch” and soon noticed a change in the way they would respond to 
further ideas about developing a trail system. The exposure, it seemed, was working. 
There are now six canoe access points in Alamance County and more than a dozen along 
the entire length of the Haw.  
Uncommon cooperation 
Mike Holland, a board member of the Haw River Assembly and the director of 
the Haw River Land & Trails Association, envisioned a greenway extending from the 
headwaters of the river all the way to its terminus at the Jordan Lake Reservior. 
In the late ’90s, he began working to assemble a coalition to help make that vision 
a reality. The Haw River Land & Trails Association, together with groups such as the 
Piedmont Land Conservancy, the Haw River Assembly and the Piedmont Triad Council 
of Governments began to pitch the idea to the various local and county governments. 
The result of this lobbying is remarkable. On March 1, 2006, a memorandum of 
understanding went into effect stating the intended cooperation of five counties, four 
cities and the state of North Carolina to build a proposed multi-use trail along the Haw 
River corridor. The memorandum also states that the corridor should include the 500 feet 
on either side of the river banks, and that “the proposed use of the trail corridor should be 
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a balance of natural resource protection, recreation, water quality, historical and cultural 
preservation, view shed protection, and economic development.” 
The partners in the memorandum are the North Carolina Department of 
Environment and Natural Resources, Alamance, Guilford, Chatham, Orange and 
Rockingham counties along with the municipalities of Burlington, Graham, Haw River 
and Swepsonville.  
The memorandum is unprecedented — never have so many counties and towns 
signed onto an agreement to cooperate toward a common environmental goal.  
“This is the first of its kind,” said Wiggins. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
Holland also felt that the statement of cooperation was rare. He said that for so 
many municipalities to agree on an environmental issue is a sign that environmental 
causes are gaining traction in local governance.  
A recent development has shown that this kind of cooperation can yield results. 
The North Carolina Mountains to Sea Trail is a 900-mile hiking trail that extends from 
Tennessee to the Atlantic Ocean. For months, trail officials have been trying to figure out 
how to bridge a gap in the trail from Greensboro to the Eno River State Park in Durham 
County. The original idea was to have the trail snake along back roads in the northern 
parts of Guilford, Alamance and Orange counties.  
But the clout of the memorandum, along with the recent development of the Haw 
River Trail, ended the debate. Darrell McBane, the state trails coordinator for the N.C. 
Department of Environment and Natural Resources, said that the adoption of the Haw 
River Trail as the official connecting section of the Mountains to Sea Trail is all but done. 
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The formality of having the plan endorsed by local and county governments is all but 
assured considering the memorandum already states that those governments are on board. 
“It’s a great trail system,” said McBane. “It’s got all kinds of interconnecting 
loops and will keep people off of roads. This is a great thing for the Haw.” 
Wiggins is optimistic that when the Haw River Trail becomes part of the 
Mountains to Sea Trail, hikers will start coming to the area looking for a place to eat or 
sleep. 
“It’s going to bring economic development here, and it’s because we’re 
cooperating so well,” she said, adding that it goes back to her early days trying to 
convince city council members that helping the environment of the Haw River is good for 
business. 
“This should reinforce that idea. The more we do this, the more people come. The 
more people come, the more business we do,” she said. 
 The momentum of this movement is growing to the point that some unexpected 
things are starting to happen. 
 Wiggins is presently trying to establish a section of the greenway south of 
Graham. There are seven properties between one established section of the trail and 
another one further downstream. The goal is to get the seven land owners to agree to 
place the parts of their property that is adjacent to the river under conservation easements 
so that it can be used for the trail. 
 “A few of those land owners already knew what was happening with the 
greenway and actually came to me,” Wiggins said. “It’s like, people want to be a part of 
this thing and are actively seeking me out. I never saw that kind of support coming.” 
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 Paul Kron, the planning director for the Piedmont Triad Council of Governments, 
put together a conservation plan for portions of the Haw River corridor in Guilford and 
Alamance counties. He, too, was surprised at the willingness of property owners to 
cooperate with conservation efforts. 
 “There were way more people that we approached who were excited about our 
vision than there were people that wanted nothing to do with it,” Kron said. 
Preservation projects come into fashion 
Detailed in Kron’s 2005 report is a burgeoning trend toward saving some of the 
historically significant mill villages along the Haw. 
 Glencoe Mill Village, for example, is a group of mill houses arranged around a 
now defunct textile mill situated right on the Haw River just north of Burlington. 
Preservation North Carolina, a non-profit dedicated to preserving North Carolina’s 
cultural heritage, bought the mill village in 1997. After developing a master plan to 
preserve the historic mill and the mill houses that surrounded it, Preservation North 
Carolina then began selling lots to home buyers. Presently 41 of the available 43 lots 
have been sold and many are now inhabited. The homeowners receive a tax break from 
the North Carolina state government for maintaining the historic village. Plans are in the 
works to convert the old mill structures into retail shops and a restaurant. 
 Preservation projects like this are springing up around several mills along the 
Haw River, and it is a testament, Kron said, to the notion that people are coming back to 
the river to live and work. 
Conservation groups get in on the act 
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The Piedmont Land Conservancy, a land trust that seeks to place land under 
conservation either through helping private land owners put their land under conservation 
easements or through buying the land outright, recently was given the land on which the 
Haw River’s headwaters are located.  
The Haw River Assembly donated the headwaters in 2004, a sign of growing 
cooperation between the conservancy and the environmental group. 
Charles Brummit, the executive director of the Piedmont Land Conservancy, said 
that the two organizations had only recently begun to work together when the Haw River 
Trails served as a common goal that both parties wanted to see to fruition. Brummit said 
the parties are “on parallel missions—holding hands—but not necessarily embracing.”  
 Brummit described the work of the Piedmont Land Conservancy along the Haw 
River as trying to “unite a necklace of pearls,” and said his organization’s goal is to 
connect the land that is already primed for the greenway by getting more land owners to 
get on board with the conservation process. 
Greg Messinger, a land protection specialist with the conservancy, said that more 
than 12,000 acres of land has been placed under conservation by his organization. One of 
the parcels that he is most proud of is the land that will eventually become the Haw River 
State Park. 
 The N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources, together with the 
Guilford Open Space Committee and the Piedmont Land Conservancy, agreed to create a 
new state park using land donated primarily by the conservancy. 
 The Haw River State Park will cover more than 300 acres and will include an 
existing educational facility where park visitors can learn about river ecology. The land is 
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along the border between Guilford and Rockingham counties, and plans are in place to 
make the park the starting point for the Haw River Trail.  
### 
 Back in Graham, Wiggins sat at her desk eyeing a map on the wall in her office of 
the seven remaining properties needed to connect the greenway south of the city. She said 
that she has no doubt the greenway will eventually traverse the Haw River all the way 
through Alamance County and beyond. 
 Wiggins said that the conservation movement is so strong in the area that she gets 
“giddy” thinking about what lies ahead. But that the movement grew so strong comes as 
no surprise to her. 
 When she was first pitching her ideas to a skeptical city council, Wiggins 
remembers saying to them, “We have to get out ahead of this thing, because this is going 
to be way bigger than us.”  
 Indeed, the conservation movement in the Haw River watershed has grown from 
an idea for a single canoe access point to the acquisition of thousands of acres for 
conservation, a surge in historical preservation projects and a remarkable commitment on 
the behalf of multiple municipalities to work together toward the goal of establishing a 
water and trail system that would span the entire length of the river.   
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Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter VI: Commercial and Residential Redevelopment 
 Mac Jordan stood in one of his newly constructed studio townhouses and looked 
out over the Haw River. A gentle stretch of river passed languidly by, and from where he 
stood, Jordan could hear its muffled bubbling and gurgling. Jordan was in the middle of a 
vast 800 square-foot living room with hardwood flooring and white stucco walls and was 
looking at the Haw through a two story, floor-to-ceiling window that wraps around one 
corner of the townhouse, allowing the window to serve as two of the building’s four 
walls. Behind him was a full kitchen with an extra pair of sinks built into an island, and 
there was a full bathroom and a dining room also on the first floor; upstairs were two 
bedrooms and another full bathroom. There was hardly a spot in the 1,600-square-foot, 
postmodern townhouse where the river could not be seen through the enormous windows.  
 It’s hard to imagine now, but this townhouse was the building that housed the 
boiler machinery for the Dixie Yarns Mill just more than a decade ago. It was a dark, hot 
and dirty place—in total contrast to the light and airy feel generated by the sunlight that 
now floods the building.  
 The Dixie Yarns Mill, located in the northern Chatham County town of 
Saxapahaw and situated along the banks of the Haw just below the river’s largest dam, 
closed in 1994 after a rare F-3 tornado with winds in excess of 150 mph tore through 
town on Palm Sunday, lifting the roof off the mill and allowing water to irreparably 
damage the looms and other machinery inside. 
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 For several years afterward, the building complex became increasingly 
dilapidated. Passers-by could see easily from their cars all of the broken windows, graffiti 
and rusting equipment as they drove on the one road leading through the tiny hamlet of 
Saxapahaw (population: 1,400). Most of the town’s residents viewed the mill as a blight 
on the downtown landscape. It also represented a bitter reminder of better times when the 
mill prospered and so did its hundreds of employees.  
 For Jordan, however, the run-down mill property represented an opportunity.  
 While working on his master’s degree in architecture at North Carolina State 
University, Jordan decided that his thesis would be a model redevelopment of the mill, 
which was next door to where he grew up in Saxapahaw. This was in 1986, long before 
the mill closed, and Jordan never expected he would get the chance to see his master’s 
thesis become a reality. The 1994 tornado changed all that. 
 So as Jordan stood in the distinctly cosmopolitan living room of one of his newly 
completed townhouses and gazed at the Haw River flowing by, he marveled at how not 
long ago the very structure that he now hopes will house a family was a doleful, almost 
funereal place, home only to rodents and stray cats. 
Family ties 
 Saxapahaw and the Jordan family are inextricably linked. Much of the property in 
the area is owned by the Jordan family, which is prominent in real estate and rental 
properties. The 2,000-acre Jordan farm is within sight of the old mill, which was 
originally owned by B. Everett Jordan, U.S. senator from North Carolina from 1958 to 
1973. The Jordan Lake Reservoir is named after him. Everett Jordan also owned the more 
than 60 rental mill houses built for his employees. Everett died in Saxapahaw in 1974. 
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 John Jordan, Everett’s son, still lives in Saxapahaw and is heavily involved in 
local affairs. John’s two sons, Mac and Carter, also live and work there.  
 Mike Holland, an environmental consultant and activist whose office is located in 
Saxapahaw, said that living in the little town is like living in a fiefdom. The Jordan 
family, Holland said, is like the lord of the fiefdom and everyone who works, lives and 
plays in town knows that they are the “ones who run the place.” Although such a 
statement carries a negative connotation, Holland said, the Jordan family is actually very 
proactive in improving quality of life for those who live in the town.  
 “The Jordan family has evolved just like the town,” Holland said. “It used to be 
when the mill was in its heyday that the Jordan family was like the ‘house on the hill’ and 
no one saw them. But John, Mac and Carter are down to earth, and they’re trying to 
revive the economy here … with smart ideas for growth.”  
 Mac Jordan got financial assistance from his father, John, to buy the Dixie Yarns 
Mill and all its properties in 1996, two years after it had closed. John spent several years 
redeveloping the old mill houses in town, while Mac began designing plans for the mill 
itself.  
The purchase would not have been possible without a little help from the 
government. The North Carolina state legislature helped get historic preservation off the 
ground in the mid-’80s by providing tax credits to buyers who would adhere to historical 
standards and practices. That is, if a home owner bought a property that was deemed 
historic by the state, for example, the owner could receive tax credits if he or she 
maintained the house so as to keep its historic qualities and character.  
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After Jordan’s team assessed how to best shore up the six old mill buildings on 
the property against structural decay, construction began in 1998.  
Steel beams and girders were brought in to reinforce some of walls and ceilings, 
but Mac Jordan said most buildings needed relatively little support. Besides, Jordan said, 
he wanted to keep the feel of the old mill as much as possible and was reluctant to use 
any more non-traditional materials than he had to. 
 The brick walls of the building are several feet thick in places, and the masonry, 
done mostly in the 1880s, is still of high quality, according to a team of structural 
engineers who inspected the site. Throughout the two largest buildings are 12- to 18-inch 
thick heavy wooden columns that provide extra support. These columns bear the stains 
and scratches of almost a hundred years of mill work and lend the spaces a sense of 
history.  
 Once the buildings were reinforced, they had to be gutted and all of the mill 
machinery and furniture needed to be removed. During the first several years of 
construction, not much progress could be observed from the outside. Jordan said that 
these years were the most difficult. Money was tight, progress was slow and the 
profitability of the finished product was in doubt. 
 “I was nervous. I am nervous, really,” Jordan said. “But I believe in the 
attractiveness of this community.” 
Jordan added with a grin, “I mean, it attracted me.” 
The mill make-over 
The Saxapahaw Rivermill opened to tenants in December of 2005. There are still 
large areas under construction, but the loft apartments and townhouses are complete. Of 
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the 74 total units, 25 have been leased. They range in price from $630 per month for 
some of the smaller, single bedroom units up to $1,250 for the largest townhouses.  
The units are only available for lease for two reasons. First, a stipulation of the tax 
credits Jordan receives requires that the property generates income for at least six years to 
the same ownership. This is to avoid a situation where a builder would get a tax break to 
redevelop an area and then carve up the area and immediately sell off each parcel, with 
great financial benefit to the builder but very little benefit to historic preservation.  
The second reason is that Jordan has a grand vision for the mill and doesn’t want 
to see it splintered into dozens of private owners with no sense of community.  
“This place is going to be a community where people can do all they need to do 
right here,” Jordan said. “A place where you know your neighbors and care about the 
physical place you live in.” 
In addition to the residences, Jordan has renovated other parts of the mill property 
to accommodate business interests. Created in the same architectural style as the 
residences, with antique hardwood floors, wooden beams, exposed brick and skylights, 
the 26,000 square-foot market building, next door to the residential buildings, is already 
home to several businesses. There is a general store, a grill and a salon. A few doors 
down is Holland’s environmental consulting office. Holland shares his space with Joe 
Jacob’s Haw River Canoe and Kayak Company, an eco-tourism outfitter that specializes 
in tours down the Haw. There is also the Mosaic Rural Wellness Center and the New 
Century Charter High School.  
The school, which opened in 1998, moved into the newly renovated mill in 2004 
and uses its proximity to the Haw River extensively in its curriculum. There is a river 
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stewardship program developed with the help of the Haw River Assembly, a non-profit 
that advocates for the conservation and environmental protection of the river. Students in 
science classes are often found down at the water’s edge collecting plant and bug samples 
for study or even conducting water quality tests. Physical education at the school includes 
canoeing and kayaking on the Haw.  
Jordan has yet to lease the majority of the available space in the two-story market 
building, but plans are in place for a coffee shop and wine bar, an indoor farmer’s market, 
a restaurant and a microbrewery or pub. He intends to rent much of the unfinished first 
floor of the building as gallery space for local artists and artisans. 
“Why try to create something that doesn’t take advantage of the human assets 
already here?” Jordan said, referring to the town’s population of artists who find it a 
hospitable place for their craft.  
Indeed, Jordan said it has sometimes been called “Little Carrboro” because of the 
number of Orange County artists who have moved to take advantage of cheaper living 
costs and the rural open spaces associated with Saxapahaw.  
Jordan said that before he ever broke ground on the project, he carefully took into 
account the environmental costs of rebuilding. Jordan said that in addition to the “best 
management strategies” required by the state’s Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources, he called in a environmental engineer to design ways to eliminate the 
potential for all of the dirt they would dig up from getting into the Haw River.  
“I’m an environmentalist myself,” said Jordan, a member of the Haw River 
Assembly. “My goal was to protect the river in any way I could, basically because I was 
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aware then and know now that people will move here because of the natural beauty of the 
place. If I messed that up, I’d be hurting the river and my own interests.” 
His plans appear to have worked. The Haw River Assembly River Watch, which 
sends more than 50 teams of volunteers out four times a year to monitor conditions along 
the Haw, reported no problems with sedimentation or the riparian ecology at or 
downstream from the redevelopment project. In addition, Jordan has footed the bill for an 
overhaul of the town’s out-of-date wastewater treatment plant. The plant, a small 
structure that sits a hundred yards downstream from the mill itself, will go online within a 
few months, Jordan said, and it will exceed all the state standards for eliminating 
pollutants from the effluent released into the Haw. 
“Same as with the building process itself,” Jordan said. “I’ve got to make sure that 
river is clean or people just won’t come. It’s hard enough convincing some of the old-
timers that river could even be clean.” 
Joe Jacobs, who owns and operates the boating livery in Saxapahaw, said the way 
Jordan has redeveloped the land and the buildings is the way such projects should be 
done. 
“Mac has shown people that the river is a place to live,” Jacobs said.  
If you build it, will they come? 
Melody Wiggins, the director of parks and recreation for the city of Graham, said 
that more revitalization projects should be done like the one in Saxapahaw.  
“I do think they’re a good idea,” Wiggins said. “I mean, people will argue that if 
we bring too many people to the river, it will just end up a mess all over again. But I 
think that’s all wrong.” 
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Wiggins said that the people that are willing to move out to the country and spend 
money to live in up-scale apartments on the river are “the kind of people that tend to 
value the river and all the work that’s being done environmentally.” She said Saxapahaw 
is way out ahead of the redevelopment curve, and that other towns should get on board. 
“Haw River (the town) is a lot like Saxapahaw. The mill is right on the river, it’s 
still in pretty good shape. Same in Swepsonville, same in Glencoe, same in all these little 
mill towns. I look at theses places and I think, ‘What a gold mine!’” 
As far as plans for the redevelopment of other mill villages, work already is being 
done in the Glencoe Mill Village to refurbish the original mill buildings so that a 
convenience store and other retail shops can move in within the next two years. And in 
the town of Haw River, Mayor Buddy Boggs hinted at some interest from foreign 
investors about buying the mills and beginning to redevelop them.  
“Maybe it will take off, maybe it won’t,” David Beal, the town manager for Haw 
River, said. “I just think that when people start seeing this project down there, especially 
if it makes the builders rich,  they’ll realize that … environmentally friendly 
redevelopment on this river can be very lucrative.” 
Jordan is not so sure the money will come, however. He said that at this point, 
he’ll need to fill the apartments and retail spaces for more than a decade to begin reaping 
any profits on the endeavor. He admitted that it was a leap of faith, but one based on a lot 
of planning and research. The sleepy little town of Saxapahaw, he said, will not remain 
hidden forever.  
“I think that growth is inevitable, and hopefully we’re setting this place up to 
grow in the right way, and hopefully it’ll work outward from right here,” Jordan said.  
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“If you preserve the assets of a community and its environment, then it leads to 
the revitalization and (better) quality of life. You know, the old ‘if you build it, they will 
come.’” 
Redevelopment projects like the one in Saxapahaw are gaining steam in the Haw 
River watershed, but it remains to be seen whether these projects will become profitable 
to the developers. If they do become good investments, local officials expect to see more 
mills turned into mixed-use facilities and hope that it could lead to a revitalization of the 
local economies around those mills. Early signs from the redeveloped mill in Saxapahaw 
indicate that there is a viable residential and commercial market for such projects.  
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Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter VII: The Future of the River 
 “It’s gonna grow. There’s no stopping that,” Joe Jacobs said. “But if we can do 
this right, if we can come up with the right ways to grow, there’s no reason why the Haw 
River—with its trails and its scenery, its central location and its improving water quality 
and all of its other assests—couldn’t become one of the state’s best waterways.” 
 Jacobs, an outdoor enthusiast who owns and operates the Haw River Kayak and 
Canoe Company based in Saxapahaw, has been living in Chatham County since 1982.  
 “In my generation, in my lifetime, … (the Haw River) has gone from a place 
where people didn’t want to be to a recovery,” he said.  
  Jacobs worked for the Nature Conservancy for 20 years before settling in North 
Carolina, and his experience has taught him a few things about protecting natural 
environments.  
 Jacobs said that while many environmental groups such as the Haw River 
Assembly have their hearts in the right places, they often develop adversarial 
relationships with the local governments that ultimately make policy decisions regarding 
the environment. He said that environmentalists and governments sometimes speak two 
different languages, and that creates a barrier to progress. 
 For example, some members of the Haw River Assembly would ultimately like to 
see an end to new development in the Haw’s watershed. But in Chatham County alone, 
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permits have been approved during the last year for several new developments that will 
result in the construction of thousands of new homes. In other words, an end to growth in 
the area is unlikely. In that case, said Jacobs, environmental groups should seek out new 
strategies. 
 Jacobs runs the paddling business in Saxapahaw with money that he earns from 
his primary work as a guide in Alaska. He spends from three to six months of the year 
living in Alaska running a business called Alaska Personal Journeys. He leads several 
kinds of trips into the Alaskan wilderness, including hiking, sea kayaking, whitewater 
canoeing and flatwater paddling. This work is lucrative enough to enable him to run the 
Saxapahaw company despite its minimal profits. His work on the Haw River is 
“primarily to get people to care about the river.” 
 This, Jacobs said, is the key to the future of the river. He said the work of people 
like Melody Wiggins, Mike Holland and Mac Jordan helps bring people to the river. He 
said if no one sees the river and no one gets on the river, no one cares about the river. If 
growth is inevitable, he said, then it’s necessary for the environmental protection of the 
river that the people that move near it understand how it works and what they can do to 
help.  
 A policy of keeping people and development away from the Haw won’t work, 
Jacobs said. Environmental groups would be wise to start planning for how to educate the 
growing population within the Haw River watershed, and the best way for that to happen 
is to bring them right down to the water’s edge. 
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 “I can’t tell you how many times someone has said to me on one of our trips 
down this river, ‘Joe, I had no idea the Haw was so beautiful,’” Jacobs said. “That, to me, 
is the moment that someone starts caring.” 
Green company images 
 There are signs that businesses are beginning to understand the value of a healthy 
Haw River. Typically more than 50 local businesses sponsor the annual Big Sweep, a 
volunteer-led clean-up of trash on the Haw. 
 “We want people to know that we’re here,” said Max Lloyd of the Grove Winery, 
a vineyard located on the Haw River north of Elon and one of the Big Sweep sponsors. 
“We also want people to know that our river is clean. When people think ‘Haw River 
Wine Trail’, I want them to think of a clean, inviting, environmentally healthy place. 
Especially in our business, because the water needs to be clean for us to make our 
product.” 
 Lloyd’s winery is one of five scattered across the Haw River watershed. Some of 
the wineries have been in operation for years, while others have just opened. But the 
concept of the Haw River Wine Trail was developed to give the area wineries an identity, 
similar to the successful Yadkin Valley wineries. The common thread to their identities, 
they decided, was their location either near or on the Haw River. And by adopting that 
identity, Lloyd said, they also adopted a responsibility to help maintain a healthy river.  
 “A healthy river equals a healthy public image,” Lloyd said. 
One future, different predictions 
 When asked to look into the future and predict what would be the biggest threat to 
the health of the Haw River, people give differing opinions. 
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 “Pharmaceuticals, without a doubt,” Mike Holland said. Holland, who holds a 
doctoral degree in environmental health science, argued that the standards for detecting 
pollutants in water are not able to account for the increasing amount of residual chemicals 
that enter the water after being processed by our bodies. People are using so many more 
pharmaceuticals than ever before, Holland said, that there is going to be a public health 
risk down the road as the chemicals accumulate in water. The process goes like this: 
wastewater is released into streams, and it contains traces of the pills that people take, 
from antibiotics to anti-depressants. That water seeps into the ground and infiltrates into 
aquifers, or large underground bodies of freshwater. Holland thought that over time, these 
tiny amounts of prescription drugs will accumulate to the point that there is a human 
health risk, and the problem is that current technology doesn’t allow scientists to monitor 
the levels of these chemicals very well.  
 “We really don’t have any idea what is really in the water that we test,” said 
Holland. “We only test for certain things, so we don’t know what else may or may not be 
in there.” 
 Another take: sedimentation. Cynthia Crossen, a member of the Haw River 
Assembly, has seen first hand what happens to a creek when too much dirt gets into it. 
She was the first person to report to the state government what had happened to Dry 
Creek.  
 New development is causing ground cover to disappear at alarming rates, Crossen 
said. As development continues, the Haw River is going to face more and more sediment 
coming into it. And as more roads, parking lots and other impervious surfaces are built, 
dirt will move even more easily into streams and rivers.  
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 “More than anything else, non-point pollution in the form of sediment is the 
biggest threat,” Crossen said. “And that’s mostly because it’s so hard to monitor because 
it happens everywhere and not just in one spot. What’s worse is that once it happens, it’s 
really up to the river to clean itself. There’s not much people can do about it.” 
Not everyone, however, thinks that the future of the Haw River is necessarily 
threatened.  
“That’s a good question,” said Melody Wiggins when asked her opinion. “I guess 
I don’t really think about it much. So much is going right with the river in so many ways. 
Environmentally, socially, economically—it’s all headed in such a good direction.” 
No one can say for certain what the future holds for the Haw River. The last 
decade has seen lots of improvements as well as plenty of setbacks. The next decade will 
likely see more of both. But one aspect of the river’s future is sure—the Haw, like so 
many rivers, has a remarkable capacity to reinvent and renew itself, and as time goes on, 
it can be counted on to do just that.  
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Healing Waters: The Recovery of the Haw River 
Chapter VIII: A river much improved yet still impaired 
 This river is full of contradictions. The levels of major pollutants in the water are, 
on average, nearly 50 percent lower now than in the early ’80s, and yet fears of mercury 
contamination make it unsafe to eat fish caught in the river. Virtually all of the textile 
mills that once dumped chemicals into the river are no longer operating, and yet almost a 
quarter of the streams and creeks in the Haw River basin are still on the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s list of impaired waters. During the annual Big Sweep litter pick-up, 
nearly 6,500 pounds of trash was removed in 2005 from streams and rivers in Alamance 
and Guilford counties, and yet enormous amounts of trash have since collected above 
each of the Haw River’s six dams. Someone paddling down the Haw in a canoe can 
literally pass by a vineyard one minute and a wastewater treatment plant the next. 
 With so much contradiction and paradox, it’s hard to get a sense of where the 
river is headed — figuratively speaking, that is. And so I looked to the people that have a 
stake in that future to find out what it may hold in store for the Haw.  
The stakeholders are numerous. There are the commercial and residential 
developers, the historic preservation redevelopers, the conservationists, the 
environmentalists, the canoeists and kayakers, the fishermen, the farmers, the city, county 
and state officials, the everyday folk…the list goes on and on. Each of these groups sees 
the river in different ways. Some see it as a means to a profit. Some see it as living
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 organism in need of protection. Still others see it as way to revitalize their hometown 
economies. And of course, some still just see it as a dirty old river.  
 With so many competing interests and so many different visions of the Haw 
River, it is indeed hard to understand all of the forces that are shaping its future. One 
thing, however, is clear: there is a bit of environmentalism in the mindset of nearly all the 
stakeholders. Not a single person with whom I spoke didn’t want to have a better, 
healthier, cleaner Haw River. 
 The developers spoke of a clean and healthy Haw River in terms of what it could 
do to raise the value of their properties.  
An angler said that his vision of the Haw was that he could start eating what he 
caught in it again. A paddler said it would be nice to fall out of her boat without fear of 
catching dermatitis.  
 The preservationists who want to keep the historical sites on the Haw intact said 
the health of the river was essential to their goals as well. Without a river in good health, 
no one would want to invest the money to keep the Haw’s history alive.  
 Conservationists and environmental groups obviously want to keep the river clean 
and healthy, but their goals were surprisingly compatible with those of municipal 
governments. 
 Even the town and city officials who decried the potential elevation of water 
quality standards were opposed to it not because they dislike the idea of a clean 
watershed, but because they can’t afford to upgrade their treatment facilities.  
 Of course, there are conflicting ideas about how to accomplish that goal. And 
there are conflicting ideas about which factors pose the biggest threats. There is even 
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contention about what environmental state the river is actually in. But a common thread 
exists that connects all of the stakeholders. It is a sense that the Haw River, if it is taken 
care of, can benefit everyone.  
 This little bit of common ground, along with a growing realization that a healthy 
Haw can be good for business, seems to have been the major ingredient in a remarkably 
cooperative effort to, among other things, create a water and trail system along virtually 
the entire length of the river. If what it takes to get so many different groups — with so 
many different interests — to the bargaining table is to get them to recognize that they all 
have to varying degrees the same principal goal, then what is happening on the Haw 
River bodes well for the environmental recovery of polluted rivers elsewhere.  
If the Haw River is any indication, environmental movements can in fact work in 
harmony with other, sometimes competing interests to accomplish something that can 
benefit all involved, including the environmental asset itself. 
It should be emphasized that improvements in the health of the Haw River are not 
completely attributable to the good will and advocacy of green-minded 
environmentalists. Outside factors played an enormous role in this story. Without the 
North American Free Trade Agreement, for example, the textile mills might well still be 
operating and releasing chemicals into the river. But because the trade agreement gave 
mill owners an incentive to move elsewhere, mills along the Haw (and all across North 
Carolina) were closed. This crucial development afforded the river a full decade to 
recover and rebound from the pollution it was regularly receiving.  
The notion that the fate of an ecosystem depends on more than just local advocacy 
should be a lesson to all who want environmental improvement. Events that happen 
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above the local level can still have huge impacts on local environmental initiatives. 
Sometimes, as was the case with NAFTA, those events have desirable results. But it 
should be noted that the impact can just as easily be disastrous. The lesson here is that 
while the Haw River story is one of success, there is no reason that the present course 
can’t be reversed. In other words, the story — like all environmental stories — is far from 
over.  
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Omega Wilson 
President, West End Revitalization Association 
919.563.8857 
wera-nc.org 
 
Joe Jacobs 
Haw River Canoe & Kayak Company 
336.260.6465 
 
Paul Kron 
Director of Planning, Piedmont Triad Council of Governments 
336.294.4950 
pkron@ptcog.org 
 
Carol Patrick 
Water Resources Manager, Piedmont Triad Council of Governments 
336.294.4950 
cpatrick@ptcog.org 
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David Beal 
Town Manager, Haw River 
336.578.0784 
dwbewal@netpath.net 
 
Steve Shoaf 
Director of Utilities, Burlington 
336.222.5133 
sshoaf@ci.burlington.nc.us 
 
Rhett Davis 
Agricultural Extension Agent, Alamance County 
336.570.6740 
 
Buddy Boggs 
Mayor, Haw River 
336.578.3360 
 
Mike Holland 
Board member, Haw River Assembly 
Director, Haw River Land & Trails Association 
336.376.9322 
dr_mike@mindspring.com 
 
Mac Jordan 
Developer, River Mill Village 
336.376.3122 
macj@jordanproperties.com 
 
Elaine Chiosso 
Executive Director, Haw River Assembly 
919.542.5790 
chiosso@hawriver.org 
 
Cynthia Crossen 
River Watch Coordinator, Haw River Assembly 
919.967.2500 
crossen@hawriver.org 
 
Greg Messinger 
Land Protection Specialist, Piedmont Land Conservancy 
919.616.4227 
gmessinger@piedmontland.org 
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Deborah Amaral 
Ecosystem Enhancement Program, North Carolina Department of Environment and 
Natural Resources 
919.715.3466 
Deborah.Amaral@ncmail.net 
 
Janet MacFall 
Environmental Studies Professor, Elon University 
336.278.6202 
macfallj@elon.edu 
 
Melody Wiggins 
Director of Parks and Recreation, Graham 
336.570.6700 
mwiggins@cityofgraham.com 
 
Brian Hagood 
Director of Parks and Recreation, Alamance County 
bryan.hagood@alamance-nc.com 
 
Lynn Cowan 
Regional Director for North Piedmont, Preservation N.C. 
336.228.6644 
lwocan@presnc.org 
 
Glen Tufts 
Pretreatment Plant Operator, Haw River 
 
Ken Schuster 
Regional Supervisor, Division of Water Quality, NCDENR 
919.791.4200 
Ken.Schuster@ncmail.net 
 
Timothy Spruill 
United States Geological Survey 
919.571.4088 
 
Syd Miller 
Water Resources Program Manager, Triangle J Council of Governments 
919.558.9392 
smiller@tjcog.org 
 
Chris Wu 
Environmental Specialist, Division of Water Quality, NCDENR 
919.791.4260 
chris.wu@ncmail.net 
  
78 
 
 
Jennie Atkins 
Environmental Chemist, Division of Water Quality, NCDENR 
919.791.4200 
jennie.atkins@ncmail.net 
 
Darrell McBane 
State Trails Coordinator, NCDENR 
919.715.8699 
darrell.mcbane@ncmail.net 
 
Jeff Masten 
Director of Conservation Strategies, Triangle Land Conservancy 
jeff@tlc.org 
 
Documentary Sources 
 
Suspended sediment and nutrients in the Upper Caper Fear River Basin, North Carolina, 
2002-2004, with an analysis of temporal changes, 1976-2004 
U.S. Geological Survey Scientific Investigations Report  
February 2005 
 
The Haw River Riparian Corridor Conservation Plan 
Piedmont Triad Council of Governments and the North Carolina Clean Water 
Management Trust Fund 
April 2005 
 
Cape Fear River Basin Water Quality Plan 
Division of Water Quality, North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural 
Resources 
October 2005 
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